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The ACRL Standards 
for Faculty Status: 
Panacea or Placebo 
John N. DePew 
The ACRL Standards for Faculty Status were designed to help forward the role of academic 
librarians as information facilitators. While gains have been made in the years since their adop-
tion1 the standards requiring tenure and faculty rank are unrealistic and counterproductive to 
the growth of librarianship as a profession. Standards 5 and 6 should be modified to remove 
artificial requirements and misleading labels that inhibit the profession from developing on its 
own merits. Suggestions for revision are included in this paper. 
t has been thirteen years since 
Arthur M. McAnally wrote his 
lucid defense of faculty status 
for academic librarians, years in 
which the profession has seen the creation 
of a set of standards for faculty status, 
guidelines for their implementation and 
their wide-spread acceptance by college 
and university administrators. 1 Almost 79 
percent of academic libraries now have 
some sort of faculty status.* This is a major 
triumph for the profession and an indica-
tion that we have made great progress to-
ward being accepted as colleagues and 
equals by teaching faculty-or is it? 
The search for faculty status com-
menced many years ago when it was felt 
that the only way librarians could gain re-
spect and legitimacy for their profession 
was to be judged and accepted by the 
same standards as teaching faculty. 2 There 
were ample reasons for believing this in 
the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries, when the clerical, housekeep-
ing, and intellectual tasks of librarianship 
were commingled and difficult to sepa-
rate. The inferior status of librarians was 
exacerbated by the small size of library 
staffs, forcing them to perform all types of 
library activities (professional or other-
wise) in order to maintain service and by 
the poor education, by faculty standards, 
of most librarians. Early leaders believed 
faculty status would encourage high-
quality persons to enter the profession, 
improve service, and change faculty per-
ceptions of librarianship. 
This long-sought goal was difficult to 
reach until after World War II, when the 
rapid growth of academic institutions 
forced libraries to expand and staffs to in-
crease. Growth in collections brought the 
need for specialization and expanded in-
struction in the use of materials. Faculty 
and students required expert assistance 
both in locating information and in the use 
of a bewildering variety of bibliographic 
tools, reference sources, and research ma-
terials. Library schools established gradu-
ate programs and librarians became better 
*A survey of 836 academic libraries in the spring of 1981 by the author and Anne Marie Allison re-
vealed that 78.8 percent had some degree of faculty status. A report of the survey will be published in 
the near future. ' 
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educated and more sophisticated in their 
role as information facilitators, giving less 
attention to their earlier and often primary 
concern as custodians of recorded knowl-
edge. Later, with the availability of shared 
cataloging, the application of scientific 
management techniques to library opera-
tions, the continuing education of staff, 
automation, and increased standardiza-
tion, many housekeeping functions no 
longer absorbed the time of professional 
staff. In the late seventies and early eight-
ies, clear distinctions were being made be-
tween the duties of professional librarians 
and support staff. The former were able to 
spend more time fulfilling the information 
needs of students and faculty, leaving 
routine operations in many departments 
to technical assistants and clerks. This sit-
uation was, of course, tempered by the 
size of a library, but, with the availability 
of bibliographic and other information 
through memberships in networks and 
consortia, even the smaller institutions 
were able to give more attention to im-
proving services and developing new ap-
proaches to building collections. 
For the first time in our developing pro-
fession, the stage has been set for librari-
ans to move to a higher level in creating 
new and imaginative programs, working 
closely with faculty in meeting the infor-
mation needs of the future. Librarians are 
becoming accepted and respected as pro-
fessionals on their own merits. The ACRL 
standards encouraged professional auton-
omy and experimentation, collegial gov-
ernance, association with teaching fac-
ulty, continuing education and staff 
development, research, and publication. 3 
Most libraries now have some form of par-
ticipatory management that enables the 
staff to have a significant effect on library 
policies. Many library directors have 
given their professional staffs the freedom 
to work independently, without being rig-
idly tied to desks or time clocks. In a few 
cases; librarians have implemented an ac-
ademic form of governance (encouraging 
participation and reducing the inhibiting 
qualities of hierarchical structures). Posi-
tions are being filled with persons who 
have advanced degrees in many different 
subject areas; incumbents are often work-
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ing on advanced degrees or gaining skills 
through workshops, conferences, or other 
educational programs. Professional jour-
nals frequently publish articles reporting 
the results of very respectable research 
and innovative programs. 
Hopefully these are indications that the 
profession is developing momentum to-
ward the establishment of the long-sought 
but elusive philosophical base that will 
provide a foundation for building credibil-
ity, respect, and understanding for librari-
anship as a profession. 
Yet, all is not well with the implementa-
tion of faculty status in academic librarian-
ship. Since 1971, many articles, essays, and 
studies that discuss faculty status in a posi-
tive light have been published. Recently, 
however, the tenor of these articles has be-
come negative as librarians try to cope with 
the difficulties of wearing the hats of two 
professions. The strains of bearing the joint 
responsibilities of a teaching faculty mem-
ber and a professional librarian are begin-
ning to leave their marks. Stella Bentley's 
study on collective bargaining and faculty 
status revealed the feelings of some librari-
ans about this dilemma. When asked what 
they thought should be done to improve 
their status on campus, several librarians 
responded: 
The status of librarians on this campus might 
improve as the quality of librarianship im-
proves in each librarian. 
Faculty status is the wrong model for librarians. 
More attention to librarianship and less concern 
~ith facult;r status. I would prefer to see librar-
Ian status. 
The largest number of comments fell into 
the category of ''better service from librar-
ians and less concern about achieving fac-
ulty status. " 5 
Since most librarians still come into 
entry-level positions with only a master of 
library science degree, those who are 
hired by institutions that evaluate them by 
teaching-faculty standards are often 
placed in an extremely difficult situation. 
' Many schools now require that faculty li-
brarians have a second degree, in addition 
to research, publishing, and service, in or-
'der to qualify for tenure. As Davey and 
Andrews noted in their article on the ''Im-
plications of Faculty Status for University 
Librarians," faculty usually must qualify 
for tenure within seven years. 6 However, 
most schools inform unsuccessful tenure 
candidates in the sixth year, with the eval-
uation procedure taking place about five-
and-one-half years after initial employ-
ment. Therefore, to meet the normal 
requirements in many institutions: 
It would be virtually impossible for a librarian 
corning directly from library school to a univer-
sity where librarians have faculty status to pur-
sue an additional degree and meet the stan-
dards for tenure in five and one-half years. 7 
Some libraries that did make a serious 
effort to implement full faculty status in 
accordance with the ACRL standards 
have begun to have second thoughts: 
The dark cloud that appeared on our horizon is 
the one which hangs over many college cam-
puses. The predicted decrease in the size of the 
student applicant pool and the uncertainty of 
the times led the Board of Trustees to seek a 
greater measure of flexibility in the manage-
ment of the institution. It became increasingly 
difficult for a faculty member to gain tenure, 
and every tenurable position gained a new im-
portance. To help make decisions fairly, the 
Faculty Personnel Committee raised its stan-
dards. Among the prerequisites for gaining ten-
ure is engagement on the doctoral level in spe-
cialized scholarly research which is recognized 
as significant by one's peers, as well as favor-
able reports ... from . . . students ... con-
cerning one's effectiveness as a teacher. It was 
obvious that a librarian, usually not comparably 
educated and seldom in the classroom, was at a 
serious disadvantage. 8 
Cieslicki, describing the situation at Dick-
inson College in Carlisle, Pennsylvania, 
stated that the majority of librarians who 
reached tenure review during the two 
years after the implementation of full fac-
ulty status were denied tenure, creating 
shock and bitterness among the library 
faculty. 
Not only has it been difficult for dedi-
cated and competent librarians to achieve 
tenure, there is a question as to what it and 
full faculty status really mean. At South-
ern Illinois University, Carbondale, a sur-
vey was conducted to determine the 
teaching faculty's perceptions of the aca-
demic librarians at the university. Al-
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though 57 percent of the respondents 
were in favor of academic librarians hav-
ing faculty rank and status, many felt they 
should conduct research. On the other 
hand, of the three responsibilities of a fac-
ulty member, that is, teaching, research, 
and service, an overwhelming majority 
thought service was the most important 
responsibility of a librarian. Several of the 
"teaching faculty felt that the librarians' 
role was coequal but different: 'Because 
the library is not a degree granting depart-
ment, faculty rank and status should not 
be awarded.' " 9 Another faculty member 
said, ''The only legitimate faculty rank for 
librarians would be [for] those with cross-
appointment in an academic depart-
ment."10 
Hardly an issue of the Journal of Academic 
Librarianship or College & Research Libraries 
is published that does not have some arti-
cle or comment about faculty status. Addi-
tional arguments for the benefits of such 
status and how it may improve library ser-
vice can be persuasive: 
Academic librarians have turned to the faculty 
model for two reasons: (1) because it can ap-
proximate more closely the norms for indepen-
dent judgement needed to carry out our profes-
sional responsibilities in an optimum manner, 
and (2) because the "big man" system of gov-
ernance has some very serious defects. 11 
The reasons for elevating the general 
status of librarians are valid today, but not 
those for attaining faculty status. Faculty 
status is inappropriate for librarians be-
cause it creates tensions that obscure the 
proper role of the librarian, and it inter-
feres with the effective delivery of library 
services by diverting librarians' energies 
and attentions from those services. It 
causes confusion in the minds of col-
leagues and patrons. Pauline Wilson did . 
an excellent job of describing the problem 
in her article, "Librarians as Teachers: the 
Study of an Organization Fiction. " 12 Pro-
ponents of faculty status should carefully 
read her arguments against labeling librar-
ians as faculty. The case she makes against 
librarians as teachers is solid and convinc-
ing. She quotes the sociologist Amitai Et-
zioni: 
The costs [of claiming to be faculty] are those 
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typically associated with persons seeking to 
pass for what they are not: a guilty feeling for 
floating a status claim without sufficient base 
and a rejection by those who hold the statu,s le-
gitimately. 13 
Although there are no studies to substan-
tiate these feelings, many would agree 
that the majority of librarians who claim 
faculty status do so with less than full con-
fidence that they fit the criteria established 
by the teaching faculty itself. Those who 
are totally comfortable in that role, fitting 
all the criteria, probably teach more than 
half-time anyway; in which case, are they 
librarians? 
Faculty status has sometimes been con-
fused with academic status. McAnally ex-
plains the difference:. 
Faculty status for librarians is defined as the 
possession of all or most of the privileges of the 
classroom teaching faculty, including faculty 
rank. Academic status is held to be the posses-
sion of some but not all usual faculty privileges, 
with definite classification as academic but al-
ways without faculty rank. 14 
There is no denying that librarians need 
access to faculty meetings and commit-
tees, and they must have the freedom to 
perform their duties in a responsible, pro-
ductive, and creative way. Unfortunately, 
the search for faculty status will continue . 
to divert librarians from these goals, con-
fuse those they serve and work with, and 
demean librarians as professionals in their 
own right, grasping for something they 
are not. 
Is there an alternative? Few have written 
in support of civil service or professional 
status. However, the latter is attractive be-
cause it allows librarians to build the types 
of programs and collections our iristitu-
tions need, in a cooperative atmosphere, 
without the vocational label that civil ser-
vice job titles often connote, and without 
the unnecessary burden of emulating the 
teaching faculty. Librarians would have 
the opportunity to demonstrate their pro-
fessional skills and participate in scholarly 
activities, without being accused of "rid-
ing the coattails of another profession," in 
the words of the late William Axford. 15 
In order to do this, however, the ACRL 
standards should be modified. Specifi-
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cally, those standards dealing with tenure 
and promotion-standards 5 and 6-need 
to be chq.nged. Standard 5 addresses ten-
ure, a requirement that, as already noted, 
is proving to be of great distress to those 
librarians who do not presently have it. 
The standard presently reads: 
5. Tenure. Librarians should be covered by ten-
ure provisions the same as those of other fac-
ulty. In the pretenure period, librarians should 
be covered by written contracts or agreements 
the same as those of the faculty. 16 
The tenure stream is not appropriate for 
librarians because they do not do the same 
things faculty members do, and therefore 
should not be unjustly penalized by an 
unsuitable set of criteria. Tenure was the 
nemesis of the otherwise successful appli-
cation of the ACRL standards at Dickinson 
College. In fact, the Dickinson librarians 
found it so unworkable they wrote it out of 
their requirements and created a new sta-
tus of "tenured librarians." The implica-
tion being that librarians would be evalu-
ated as librarians and granted tenure based 
on what librarians should do, and not on 
the same basis as teaching faculty. This 
seems to be an eminently reasonable pro-
posal. It was accepted by both the Dickin-
son administration and faculty. We see 
more and more librarians choosing this 
approach or selecting contracts of continu-
ing employment or indefinite contracts 
when they have the choice. I suggest that 
the Committee on Academic Status of 
A CRL reexamine Standard 5 and change it 
to read something like this: 
5. Contracts. Librarians should be covered by 
written contracts or agreements similar to those 
of the faculty. After a suitable probationary pe-
riod and peer review, librarians should be given 
a contract of continuing employment, subject to 
peer review every five years (or some other ap-
propriate time period). 
Modifying Standard 5 in this way would 
eliminate the inappropriate and demoral-
izing demands of the tenure process and 
continue to give at least as much protec-
tion as tenure, especially in these times of 
economic stress. In addition, it would 
help ensure quality performance and en-
courage research and publication. 
Standard 6 deals with promotion and 
faculty rank ·and also needs modification: 
6. Promotion. Librarians should be promoted 
through ranks and steps on the basis of their ac-
ademic proficiency and effectiveness. A peer 
review system similar to that used by other fac-
ulty is the primary basis of judgement in the 
promotion process for academic librarians. The 
librarians' promotion ladder should have the 
same titles, ranks, and steps as that of other fac-
ulty.17 
The arguments are many and long as to 
why faculty titles should be used, for ex-
ample, to ease admission to faculty coun-
cils, to condition others to realize that li-
brarians are as important to higher 
education as the teaching faculty, to gain a 
place in collective bargaining agreements, 
and so on. John H. Moriarty brought the 
advantages of faculty titles to the attention 
of the profession when he wrote in 1970: 
. . . a librarian rated as Librarian III does not get 
a travel grant reserved for professors. Or a new 
president comes to office and appoints a 
campus-wide committee for some key purpose 
and forgets to name any librarian member. The 
oversights, the "pin-pricks" brought on by any 
9uasi-status are pointlessly but cruelly demean-
~g;· t~ey sour able people, they make present 
hbranans only halfhearted recruiters of new 
professionals; or, as in the past, they drive able 
librarians out of the profession.18 
These reasons are also persuasive, but li-
brarians currently participate in curricu-
lum and program decisions, and will con-
tinue to do so. They are acknowledged to 
be as important as the teaching faculty in 
many institutions (where this is not 
thought so, faculty rank is certainly not 
going to make any difference). And, li-
brarians will continue to be successful in 
participating in collective bargaining 
units. It is a "fiction," as Wilson put it, to 
believe that the rank of Professor or In-
structor will make any difference to any 
group other than librarians. 
The ranks and titles of the teaching fac-
ulty should not be used because they are 
the labels of another profession; under-
stood not only by the members of that pro-
fession as to what they denote, or stand 
for, but also by the lay public. When librar-
ians use them for their own, they under-
mine the integrity of their own profession, 
and in a real sense deny it, by trying to use 
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what Robert Pierson calls the "protective 
coloration'' of another profession to label 
it what it isn't. 19 Librarians are not em-
ployed as teachers but as librarians, and 
thus should be proud to admit to what 
they are. Whether Associate Librarian, Li-
brarian IV, or University Librarian, ranks 
and titles should reflect what the person 
does and is, and not be an attempt to wrap 
a cloak of another profession about one's 
shoulders. Therefore, the Committee on 
Academic Status should also consider 
modifying Standard 6, changing it to read: 
6. Promotion. Librarians should be promoted 
through ranks and steps on the basis of their 
professional proficiency and effectiveness. A 
peer !eview system similar to that used by fac-
ulty IS the primary basis of judgement in the 
promotion process for academic librarians. The 
librarians' promotion ladder should have the ti-
tles, ranks, and steps of Assistant Librarian, As-
sociate Librarian, Librarian; or Librarian I, II, 
III, IV, V (or the equivalent). 
Studies examining faculty status over 
the last decade report that librarians have 
made great progress in achieving many of 
the standards, but with significant excep-
tions in the area of tenure, length of ap-
pointment, rank, and leaves. 20 Thus, even 
after more than a decade of '' implementa-
tion,'' it appears that full faculty status is 
almost impossible to achieve. Break-
downs most often occur in the areas of 
tenure, rank, leaves, and length of ap-
pointment, creating a sort of quasi-status. 
Moreover, a recent study by Thomas En-
glish reveals that the trend toward faculty 
status has stopped and may have even re-
versed.21 If this is so, the profession may 
already have reached the high-water mark 
in its search. 
ACRL should revise the standards in or-
der to make them attainable and enable li-
brarianship to grow as a profession on its 
own merits. For those who feel the 
present standards are realistic and taken 
seriously by both the profession and aca-
. deme, a simple test could be administered 
to gauge the effectiveness of their enforce-
ment. The following is from the imple-
mentation and enforcement section of the 
standards: 
3. Investigate all violations of these standards. 
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4. Invoke the following sanctions against insti-
tutions . . . found . . . to be in violation of any 
[italics mine] or all of these standards: 
a. Publicize the violation and the institution 
concerned in College & Research Libraries News 
and other appropriate publications. 
b. Refuse to accept advertisements in any 
ALA publication for positions at that institu-
tion. 
c. Discourage its members from accepting 
employment at that institution, thro~h notices 
in its publications and other means. 
One does not have to search College & Re-
search Libraries News to determine if these 
sanctions were or are being carried out. As 
noted earlier, 79 percent of the academic 
libraries in the United States have some 
sort of faculty status, but how many have 
full faculty status? If the ACRL were to im-
plement the sanctions, there would be vir-
tually no advertisements for job openings 
in the News and most of its pages would be 
filled with notices to members to avoid ap-
plying to the hundreds of libraries that are 
not in full compliance. The standards and 
the enforcement mechanisms are unreal-
istic, ineffective, and demoralizing. 
ACRL should reexamine the standards 
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in light of the experience of the past de-
cade and revise standards 5 and 6, remov-
ing the tenure and faculty rank require-
ments. The remaining standards should 
be left as they are, except to make them 
consistent with "librarian" versus "fac-
ulty" status and to change the sexist lan-
guage. With the modifications suggested 
in this paper, the standards can become 
attainable and meaningful, both to the 
profession and to its clients. By divesting 
themselves of the albatross of faculty sta-
tus, academic librarians can steer a steady 
new course toward librarian status, and 
will have a much better chance of achiev-
ing their true goal: the provision of useful 
information on a timely basis to meet the 
needs of users of academic libraries. To 
paraphrase Louise Sherby: 
If academic librarians would recognize their 
role as one of real worth, then perhaps a true 
professional attitude toward the field of librari-
anship could develop naturally. There would 
no longer be a question of ''librarians or faculty 
members''; rather they would be recognized as 
valued and valuable ... colleagues who hap-
pen to be librarians.23 
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